
 
 

STAFF REPORT – PLANNING COMMISSION 

MEETING 

 

TO: Honorable Chair and Commissioners 

FROM: David Loya, Director of Community Development 

PREPARER: Delores Freitas, Senior Planner 

 

DATE: May 12, 2026 

TITLE: Adopt Resolution PC-26-03 for Whaley House Proposed Rehabilitation and Lot Split 

at 1395 H Street, Arcata; File No. 256-016-PM-PDP 

 

RECOMMENDATION: 

Staff recommends the Commission:  

1. receive a staff report,  

2. open the public hearing and receive public comment, then  

3. adopt Resolution PC-26-03 (Attachment A) providing a recommendation to the City Council 

to approve the project. 

INTRODUCTION: 

The project entails subdivision of a lot containing an historic property known as “The Whaley 

House” (both locally landmarked and on the National Register). The landmarked building is a 

Settlement-era structure built in 1855 that was moved to its current location in 1903. The house was 

sold to Bill and Sally Thonson in 1979. Their children are the current owners and project applicants. 

The house includes three units and needs various structural and aesthetic repairs. The applicants are 

proposing to subdivide the property for future development and use the proceeds from the sale to 

rehabilitate the historic structure. A Planned Development process is required as the project site 

requires a deviation from lot standards.  

The project at hand is an excellent example of a proposal that does not meet strict land use code 

standards, but still results in beneficial development that has a strong relationship to stated City, 

goals, and policies in the general plan, specifically historic resource preservation and development of 

high-quality infill housing development within the City’s urban core. 

BACKGROUND: 

The Planned Development permit allows discretion over site planning and standards that do not 

apply strict adherence to Land Use Code (Code) standards. The intent is to authorize higher quality 

and more efficient uses of land that meet the purpose, intent, goals, policies of the General Plan even 

if the project does not meet every standard of the Code. This project is subject to Planned 

Development standards not because it is a large or physically unique site, but because Section 



9.88.030F.5. (b) of the subdivision chapter of the Land Use Code requires deviation from minimum 

parcel area standards to be evaluated specifically through a Planned Development permit review 

process, which provides a structure to authorize code deviations in exchange for significant public 

benefit. This project is a “Type B” plan development type, which applies to developments that 

consist of uses permitted outright in the zone district, but involving exceptions to development 

standards of the zone district. 

The Planning Commission is not the ultimate decision maker for this project; the request of the 

Commission is to provide a recommendation the City Council as to whether or not to support staff’s 

recommendation to: 1) approve the proposed subdivision and Tentative Map (Attachment A, Exhibit 

A – Action); 2) approve the addition of a :PD Combining Zone to both resultant lots (Attachment A, 

Exhibit C – Ordinance 1591); and 3) amend the existing :HL landmark overlay to only apply to the 

resultant lot that includes the Whaley House and remove reference to the side yard in the “Features 

to be Preserved” section of the Ordinance (Attachment A, Exhibit B – Ordinance 1590). 

DISCUSSION: 

The property known as the “Whaley House” was listed on the National Register of Historic Places in 

1979 and locally in 1980. A noted intent of listing the structure on the National Register was to “aid 

in its restoration and preservation”. The current request is tied to a similar intent: the owners propose 

to subdivide the existing 11,577 square foot lot into two lots (Parcel One: 6,039 square feet; Parcel 

Two: 5,463 square feet), sell the resultant vacant parcel, and use the proceeds as a new revenue 

stream to undertake necessary structural repairs to the Whaley House as outlined in Attachment A, 

Exhibit A, Exhibit 4.  

The property is within the Residential-Low Density (R-L) zone and the site is also subject to the 

restrictions of the parcel-specific Historic Landmark (:HL) Combining Zone. As the resultant Parcel 

Two is slightly under the 6,000 square foot minimum parcel size for the zone, the only permitting 

pathway available involves the creation of a Planned Development (:PD) overlay zone as authorized 

by the City Council. The approval of the substandard lot size also results in modifications to two 

other site standards which require flexibility in this case: minimum lot size and allowed site 

coverage/floor area ratio (FAR). Minimum lot width in the R-L zone is typically 60 feet, but width 

be reduced to 30 feet where the review authority determines that a lesser proposed width is sufficient 

to ensure safe and adequate access and parking. In this case, the resultant lots will be 52.5 feet and 

47.5 feet, respectively. Findings have been drafted in the draft Action to support this reduction. 

Allowed site coverage/FAR are typically limited to 50%/0.5 in the R-L zone, but a 10% increase is 

proposed to each resultant lot to accommodate the substandard lot size.   

Subdividing the lot  will also impact the existing local landmark ordinance :HL zone overlay in two 

ways: the overlay boundary will need to be reduced to only encompass the resultant parcel housing 

the Whaley House; and the “Features to be Preserved” listed in the Ordinance will need to be 

modified to remove reference to the “ample side yard”, which is currently identified as being 

“important to the building’s setting”. To staff’s knowledge, creating a site restriction of this type in a 

local Landmark Ordinance is unique; typically, Ordinances limit restrictions to the structure itself, 

and not environmental features associated with the surrounding context.  

The proposed project was presented to the City’s Historic Landmarks Committee at their February 

19th regular meeting. The Historic Landmarks Committee agreed that listing the side yard as a 

feature to be preserved and thereby limiting future development onsite is an overreach, and not in 

line with current city policy direction as set by the City Council, which necessitates balancing 

historic preservation with housing development and adaptive reuse. Staff asked the Committee to  1) 

provide a recommendation the Planning Commission and City Council as to whether or not to 

amend the existing :HL landmark overlay to remove or clarify intent of reference to side yard; 2) 



review the Historic Resource Report prepared for the project and provide feedback as necessary; and 

3) provide guidance on proposed rehabilitation workplan. The committee voiced strong support for 

the project and recommended approval of the project to the Planning Commission. The committee 

also expressed support for the project as a creative way to support the ongoing maintenance of the 

Whaley House. The committee also supported the proposed rehabilitation work as appropriate for 

the structure and in keeping with the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation.  

Because the project is relatively minor and scale in the proposed Code amendment is also relatively 

minor. The project proponents are requesting a deviation of 537 square feet from minimum parcel 

size and base site coverage and floor area ratio requirements to facilitate uses that are permitted 

outright in the base zone district. While the design of future development on the resultant parcel is 

not available at this time, the residential use proposed is consistent with zoning. Future development 

will require a design review approval based on current regulations. The intent of including the future 

development as part of this existing :PD review is to avoid bringing the development of a single-

family residential structure and ADU back to the City Council as a :PD amendment.  

Per Land Use Code Section 9.72.070(H), Planned Developments proposing exceptions to land use 

code. Standards are required to provide development, amenities, roughly proportional to the 

exceptions requested as determined by the review authority. Amenities may include special attention 

given to open space, landscaping, or special amenities, and also include restoration of 

environmentally sensitive, habitat areas, where feasible. Staff suggests that the proposed restoration 

of the historic property on site as described in Attachment A constitutes an amenity meeting the 

requirements of this section. 

Staff supports the applicant’s request to1) approve the proposed subdivision and Tentative Map; 2) 

approve the addition of a :PD Combining Zone to both resultant lots; and 3) amend the existing :HL 

landmark overlay to only apply to the resultant lot that includes the Whaley House, and remove or 

reference to the side yard in the “Features to be Preserved” section of the Ordinance based on the 

policy guidance described in the attached project Action and as summarized below: 

1) General Plan Historic Preservation Element Policies HP-6a and HP-6b (General Incentives for 

Historic Structures and Sites; Specific Incentives for structures and sites within the :HL District) 

support development of the resultant lot as an incentive for rehabilitation of the Whaley House, 

which will be conditioned as part of the approval of the project (Attachment A, Conditions of 

Approval). 

2) General Plan Housing Element Policies HE-2, HE-5, HE-6, HE-7, HE-9, HE-10 (Encourage the 

maintenance of existing housing; Identify adequate sites to facilitate and encourage the development 

of a variety of types of housing for all income levels; Provide opportunities for infill development of 

vacant and redevelopable properties in a way that allows for gradual, rather than drastic, changes 

from surrounding development; Encourage a wide range of public and private investment to help 

meet the City’s Housing Goals; Eliminate unnecessary discretionary review procedures and delays in 

the housing development process due to complex processing procedures for housing projects; Where 

appropriate, remove governmental constraints to the maintenance, improvement, and development of 

housing; Focus housing development in the downtown area) support both the rehabilitation of three 

existing multifamily housing units and the creation of a new single-family structure on the resultant 

lot. 

POLICY IMPLICATIONS:  

The proposed approval would represent the second instance within the past year in which 

modifications to an adopted Historic Landmark Combining Zone have been considered to revise or 

clarify the specific historic features required to be preserved. While the request is specific to the 



subject property and has been evaluated on its individual merits, approval could establish a 

precedent for future requests to amend preservation requirements associated with designated historic 

landmark properties. 

In addition, approval of the proposed subdivision may create a potential pathway for other historic 

landmark properties seeking minor subdivisions that may not otherwise qualify for a Senate Bill 9 

(SB 9) Urban Lot Split. Although the project has been reviewed for consistency with applicable 

zoning, subdivision, and historic preservation standards, future applicants may reference this action 

in support of similar requests involving modifications to historic landmark preservation provisions in 

order to facilitate additional development potential on historically designated sites. 

The City Council may wish to consider whether additional policy direction or amendments to the 

City’s historic preservation regulations are warranted to clarify the circumstances under which 

modifications to designated preservation features or lot splits may be appropriate. 

COMMITTEE/COMMISSION REVIEW: 

The proposed project was presented to the City’s Historic Landmarks Committee at their February 

19th regular meeting, and the committee voiced strong support for the project and recommended 

approval of the project to the Planning Commission and City Council. The Committee expressed 

support for the project as a creative way to support the ongoing maintenance of the Whaley House 

and agreed with staff that the inclusion of the side yard as a feature to be preserved was 

inappropriate for the site. Preserving the side yard was an unnecessary barrier to future development. 

The committee also supported the proposed rehabilitation work as appropriate for the structure and 

in keeping with the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation. 

ENVIRONMENTAL REVIEW (CEQA): 

The project qualifies for California Environmental Quality Act exemptions pursuant to Section 

15331 (Class 31 – Historical Resource Restoration/Rehabilitation) and Section 15061(b)(3) 

(Common Sense Exemption). Class   31 consists of projects limited to repair and rehabilitation of 

historical resources in a manner consistent with the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for the 

Treatment of Historic Properties with Guidelines for Rehabilitation of Historic Buildings. The 

applicant has provided a proposed scope of work that includes significant repairs to a significant 

historic structure; these repairs are supported by the project’s qualified historian and are supported 

by the Historic Landmarks Committee.  

Typically, minor subdivisions of land would qualify for a Class 15 exemption (minor land 

divisions); however, as exceptions to site standards are required per the definition of this exemption, 

it would not apply in this case. However, an evaluation of the whole of the project allows staff to 

make s common sense finding as the requested exceptions to standards are minor in nature, align 

with General Plan policy, support infill development and preservation of a significant historic 

resource, and do not involve any of the unusual circumstances leading to potentially significant 

effects that may otherwise prohibit the lead agency from making a finding of no significant  effect as 

outlined in section 15300.2 of the CEQA Guidelines (exceptions to Categorical Exemptions). 

MOTION 

I move to adopt Resolution No. PC-26-03 recommending approval of the Whaley House Planned 

Development Zone Amendment, Landmark Ordinance Amendment, Planned Development Permit 

and Lot Split.  

 

 



ATTACHMENTS: 

A. Resolution No. PC-26-03 

B. Historic Resource Report 

C. Ordinance 950 

D. National Register Application 

 


